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With the rapid development of the Chinese economy, and with more and more 
Chinese businesses going global, the role of business interpreting has become 
increasingly crucial. While there has been much research into interpreting, especially 
conference interpreting, business interpreting has received less attention than it 
perhaps deserves. 
This thesis gives a comprehensive review of business interpreting and 
pragmatic failures. Pragmatic failure was first proposed by Thomas (1983) who 
classified it into two types: pragmalinguistic failure and sociopragmatic failure. 
Based on Thomas’s classification of pragmatic failure, the present study probes into 
the pragmatic failures in business interpreting and identifies types of pragmatic 
failures in business interpreting. The author conducts a questionnaire of two groups 
of interpreters, i.e. 19 in-service interpreters and 115 Business English majors, with 
the aim of investigating the occurrences and patterns of pragmatic failure committed 
by in-service interpreter and students. Causes of such failures have been analyzed. 
Results of the data collected reveal the following major findings: 
1. In-service interpreters graduated from local colleges and Business English 
majors learning interpreting in local colleges and universities commit high ratio of 
pragmatic failures. 
2. The ratio of sociopragmatic failure committed by Business English majors is 
higher than the ratio of pragmalinguistic failure. While for in-service interpreters, 
pragmalinguistic failures are more like to occur in business interpreting setting. 
3. Higher language proficiency does not necessarily result in higher pragmatic 
competence. 
4. Pragmatic competence can be enhanced by communicating with native 
speakers in practice. 















business interpreting training are given, including: introducing pragmatic knowledge, 
overcoming negative transfer, professional knowledge input by business 
professionals, and raising cross-cultural awareness in business interpreting. 
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Chapter One Introduction 
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Chapter One Introduction 
1.1 Research Background 
With the rapid development of the Chinese economy, and with more and more 
Chinese businesses going global, business activities are booming in various sectors, 
including foreign trade, introduction of new technology, investment, finance, 
insurance, international fairs, business negotiation, and transportation and so on. As 
a special form of communication, interpreting plays an important role in business 
activities. Business interpreter, who serves as a bridge between people from different 
countries, plays a dominant role in overcoming the culture and language barriers 
between participants and facilitating business communication. Miller (1974: 12) 
indicates that most of our misunderstandings of other people are not because of our 
inability to hear or understand their words and expressions, but due to failure to 
understand a speaker’s intention in communication. Thomas (1983: 91) named it 
“pragmatic failure”, and classified it into two categories: pragmalinguistic failure 
and sociopragmatic failure. Interpreters with excellent language proficiency can 
often commit high ratio of pragmatic failures; however, one inappropriate choice of 
words or a slight mistake in information transmission may make a great difference in 
the outcome of business, or even cause great losses to businessman. So the research 
of pragmatic failure committed in business interpreting is of great significance and 
may give some implications to interpreting training. 
1.2 Research Objective and Significance 
Based on Jenny Thomas’s classification of pragmatic failure, the present study 
intends to probe into the pragmatic failures committed in business interpreting. Both 
qualitative and quantitative methods are adopted in this thesis, and the research 
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in business context and students’ attitude towards culture input. Key research 
questions are proposed as follows: 
1. What kind of pragmatic failures are there in business interpreting?  
2. What is the current situation of pragmatic competence of in-service 
interpreters graduated from local colleges and Business English majors learning 
interpreting in local colleges? 
3. What kind of pragmatic failures are more likely to occur in business 
interpreting, pragmalinguistic failure or sociopragmatic failure? What is the failure 
pattern in participants of different proficiency levels? 
4. Does higher English proficiency bring about higher pragmatic competence? 
Do in-service interpreters have a higher level of pragmatic competence than college 
students? 
5. What can be improved from the current model of business interpreting 
teaching? 
According to the literature review, the studies of pragmatic failure abroad show 
more interest in the research approaches and pragmatic failure in cross-cultural 
communication. Domestic studies center on the current development of English 
pragmatic competence of Chinese students. However, few studies have been on 
pragmatic failures in interpreting, especially business interpreting. Besides, the 
previous researches are mainly done by famous scholars in the key institutes, and 
little attention has been paid to the local colleges, which even though are not mature 
and qualified enough in interpreting instruction, but take a large part of the 
responsibility in cultivating professional business interpreting talents.  
“Grammatical error may reveal a speaker be less than proficient language-user, 
while pragmatic failure reflects badly on him/her as a person (Thomas, 1983: 
96-97).” Pragmatic failure has serious effects and is unlikely to be tolerated or 
forgiven by native speakers. Therefore, the study of pragmatic failures in business 
interpreting deserves our full attention. 
This thesis probes into the pragmatic failures committed in business interpreting, 
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